
The different tactics needed 

at Pairs and Teams 
SCORING 
In standard match point pairs 

scoring, you score 

2 matchpoints for every pair 

you beat and 1 for every pair 

with whom you tie. 

If yours is the best score, it 

doesn't matter if you beat the 

others by 10 points or 200, 

you still score a "top" 

In teams scoring, using IMP 

(International Match Point) 

scoring, it is the amount by 

which you beat the opposition 

which is significant. 

The difference in points is converted to IMPS using the table shown, which is 

intended to retain rubber bridge scoring but reduce the effect of one large score in a 

match. 

  

Two examples of the effects of the scoring methods are given below. 

Board 1 

NS EW Contract by NS EW 

1 2 3NT+1 N 430   

3 4 4H= N 420   

5 6 4H= S 420   
 

For board 1 at normal matchpointed pairs scoring,. 

NS pair 1 would get a top (4 points) and 3 & 5 would 

receive 1 each. EW Pair 2 gets 0 while 4 & 6  get 3 each 

At IMPs, this is a "flat" board. 

Everyone would score zero because the difference is only 

10 points which is considered insignificant at IMPs. 

Board 2 

NS EW Contract by NS EW 

1 2 4H= S 420   

3 4 2H+2 S 170   

5 6 2H+2 N 170   
 

Board 2 at matchpointed pairs scoring would score exactly 

the same as Board 1  

At IMPs, NS pair 1 beat both the two other NS by 

250 points which equates to an IMP score of 6.  

NS pair 1 therefore scores 12 and pairs 3 & 5 both score -

6.  EW pair 2 scores -12 while 4 & 6 score 6 

The differences in scoring methods mean that pairs and teams scoring call for 

different tactics in both bidding and play. 

  

 

 

 

Point  difference 

IMPs 

  

IMPS 

TABLE   

  

  
    

from to from to from to   

0 10 0 370 420 9 1750 1990 18 

20 40 1 430 490 10 2000 2240 19 

50 80 2 500 590 11 2250 2490 20 

90 120 3 600 740 12 2500 2990 21 

130 160 4 750 890 13 3000 3490 22 

170 210 5 900 1090 14 3500 3990 23 

220 260 6 1100 1290 15 
4000 or 

more 
24 

270 310 7 1300 1490 16 
  

320 360 8 1500 1740 17 



 

         IMPs vs MATCHPOINTS -    SUMMARY OF TACTICS 

Pairs    (matchpoint scoring) Teams   (IMPs scoring) 

It's better to play in No Trump than a 

suit contract, unless you fear an unstopped 

suit, or think you can make extra tricks 

by ruffing. The extra 10 points could make 

the difference between a top and an 

average.  Minor suit games rarely score 

well. 

Always play in the safest contract. That 

usually means preferring, say, 4 Major to 3NT. 

A 10 or 20 point difference is insignificant.  

Thin Games and Slams are best avoided 

Go for game only if it is better than 50% 

Bid small or grand slams only if you think 

they are much more likely than not, say 

75%. Vulnerability makes no difference. 

  

Go for If the odds are 

Game Over 50%  

Small 

slam 
66% or better 

Grand 

slam 

75% or better. If in doubt, settle 

for small slam. 
 

Go for "thin" games, particularly 

vulnerable. 

If you bid game and the others don't, non 

vulnerable, if you make it you gain +6 IMP; if 

it goes off you only lose 5. 

Vulnerable, the scores are +10 if it makes and 

-6 if it goes one off. 

The odds are roughly as follows: 

Go for If the odds are 

Non vul. 

game 
45% or better 

Vul. game 40% or better 

Small slam 50% or better 

Grand 

slam 

At least 66% in your favour. If in 

doubt, settle for small slam. 
 

Sacrifices often score well. e.g. going 

down 500 points doubled is a good result if 

opponents can score 620 points for a game. 

Sacrifices should be less frequent and are to be 

avoided if there is any risk of a very large 

penalty. 

Be prepared to double freely. 

If the opposition will probably go off, then 

double. It may even be worth doubling if 

you think they've found a game or slam 

which no one else will. If they are making, 

they get a top anyway so the double costs 

nothing.  

The magic 200 refers to the situation when 

a pair beats the vulnerable opponents by 

two tricks, or one trick doubled — the 

obtained score of 200 will outscore part 

score contracts played on other tables. 

  

 
 

Doubling a making contract can be very 

expensive. 

For example, suppose they bid a non-

vulnerable 4 and you double. If they go 

1 off, the double buys you an extra 50 points, 

or 2 IMP. If they make, the double has cost 

you 170 points or 5 IMP. If they make 

overtricks, you lose much more. 

Generally, you stand to lose more than you 

stand to gain by doubling. A good rule of 

thumb is "only double if you expect to take the 

contract at least two off". 



Pairs    (matchpoint scoring) Teams   (IMPs scoring) 

Try to make as many tricks as you can. 

Safety play CAN often be neglected in the 

hunt for overtricks. But if you think you 

already have most of the matchpoints, 

through for example receiving an unusual 

but favourable lead, you may be advised to 

play safely to protect them. 

If most will play in a making 4S (420) then 

3NT (400) will score very badly. It is worth 

taking a finessefor an overtrick (430) even 

if failure will cost the contract. 

  

Overtricks aren't important. 

Safety play is very important, for the same 

reason. Never risk your contract for overtricks, 

no matter how likely they seem. If you make 

one overtrick that may earn you 1 IMP. If you 

go off in a part score when everyone else is 

making, that will cost you in the region of 4 to 

7 points (depending upon vulnerability etc.). 

Go off in a makable game and you could be 

looking at a score of -13! 

There is no clear goal for declarer or for 

the defence. 

The goal may in fact change as play 

develops or the contract is assessed. 

Often most match points are scored by 

stopping overtricks rather than taking a 

contract off. 

  

The contract itself sets a clear goal for both 

the defence and declarer. 

  

  

AMPLIFICATION ONLY FOR THOSE WHO REALLY WANT MORE 

COMPETING FOR THE PART SCORE 

An example: - You are playing pairs, the opponents bid 1H-2H passed round to 

you. You turn to me and say, “Should I bid 2S on this?”. “Yes” I reply. “ But you 

have not looked at my hand”… “ I don’t need to”. 

From experience you learn that with 5 spades it is usually right to bid 2S in that 

situation. The law of total tricks suggests that usually in that situation, if you go 

down in 2S then they could have made 2H, and going down in 2S will score more. 

If they would have gone down in 2H, then you will be able to make 2S and still 

score more. So its heads I win, tails they lose. Good odds! 

        For those of you who like an excuse to bid what you were going to bid 

anyway, here’s some ready made ones. 

        1. I am short in hearts, so in spades, I can soon ruff hearts. 

        2. I am long in hearts, so partner must be short and can ruff hearts. 

        3. I have a couple of hearts, so after cashing them the opponents will have to 

open up the other suits for me. Partner must have another suit somewhere. 

        4. I don’t have much strength, so partner must have strength, but no decent 

suit. Therefore he has a fit for my spades. 

        5. I have a good hand! Hey I’m worth this bid. 

       Well you should be able to fit at least one of those to any situation. 



Now at IMPs you ask me the same question, “ Do I bid 2S?” This time I come and 

look at your hand before saying whether to bid or pass. 

The pair who bid 2H may have been over timid, and should be in 4H, and after you 

bid 2S they go on to bid and make 4H. Or they are in a 4-3 fit, and your 2S gets 

doubled and goes for 500. At pairs it does not matter that this happens 

occasionally, but at IMPs it does. If you think any of the above is likely then you 

pass. Indications would be you holding a very weak hand (why has partner not 

bid?), or holding 3 or more hearts (partner should be short and has not bid?). 

While it does pay to compete vigorously for the part score, in both methods of 

scoring, you should think there is some chance of making the contract in IMPs. 

 

DOUBLING A PART SCORE 

Another situation: - At pairs you open 1S and partner bids 2S, passed round to 

L.H.O. who bids 3H passed round to you. You don’t fancy bidding 3S, so you 

ask “ Do I double or pass?” “ Double” I say “..and no I don’t want to see your 

hand”.  The reason to double is because if you pass you are bound to get a bad 

score.  If it makes, and a lot of people will not have bid it, you will get very 

few matchpoints anyway. If it goes down, unless the penalty is 200 or more, you 

still only get a few matchpoints. If you are not bidding 3S, double. At pairs you 

should be doubling the opposition into making games about 1 in 5 or you are not 

doubling enough. 

At IMPs you do not double, you pass. Why risk doubling them into game for 

50/100 pts. You have to be pretty sure the part score is going down in IMPs before 

you double. 

If you fancy bidding on in either method of scoring, then you do so. 

 

GAME BIDS 

Do I bid this close game? Do I make a game try? 

At pairs you bid any game that you think is better than 50%, it is only the 

percentage of success to failure you are interested in. 

At IMPs you bid any game that you think might have some play, it is the amount 

of gain to the amount of loss you are interested in. At IMPs 1 success in 3 is 

probably good enough. Hence the comment 1S-3S is forcing in teams. Whilst not 

strictly true, it is worth considering very carefully before passing. 

After 1S-2S, do you now make a game try? 

At pairs normally not, if partner declines you will find yourself one level higher, 

and if this goes down, you will have a poor score. It is not worth the risk at pairs. 

At IMPs it is worth the risk, the game bonus makes it worthwhile looking. So be 

sure what your trial bids mean, so that partner knows what is required.   

 

 

 



SLAM BIDDING 

At pairs you only bid slams that you think are fairly sure. 75% or more should be 

enough. The reason is that there are sure to be a few pairs that don’t bid it, so even 

if it makes you will still get some match points if you are wrong by not bidding it. 

If on the other hand you bid it, and it is a close slam, going down might get you 0 

match points 

At IMPs you bid slams that are better than 50%. The amount of gain makes it 

worthwhile.   

 

DOUBLING FOR LEAD 

Game Contracts 

At pairs you don’t double game contracts for the lead, unless you are sure this will 

defeat the contact. 

At IMPs it’s worth doubling for the lead, if you think this gives you a reasonable 

chance of defeating the contract. 

Slams 

If a slam makes against you, it will be a poor score whatever the form of scoring, 

so feel free to double for a lead. 

 

SACRIFICING 

At pairs you should sacrifice if the chance of them making their game contract is 

50% or better and you think you can keep your sacrifice below the value of the 

game.   ( –500 is better than –620.) 

At IMPs the difference between –500 and –620 is not a lot, so for this to be right 

you would have to be sure their game makes, and sure that –500 was the worst 

score you are likely to get. There is unfortunately never a situation when you can 

be certain of this. So you need to be fairly sure that their game is going to make, 

before you even consider sacrificing. If after that you decide to sacrifice, you 

should be confident of at least a reasonable chance of going off 1 less than you 

could afford to, only losing 300. If not it is usually best to defend and hope they go 

off. 

When the opponents sacrifice over you. Say they bid 5C over 4S. 

In pairs you have a tricky decision, you need to make the right choice!! If you 

think it’s a good save and you think no one else will find it, then you will just have 

to bid on and hope 5S makes. If you think everyone will bid 5C, then all you have 

to decide is whether 5S will make, and double or bid 5S depending. If you are not 

sure, well that is life I’m afraid. 

In IMPs you double and take the money, unless you are sure 5S will make or are 

worried that 5C will make. To go down and register a minus score would be a 

disaster at IMPs, when you should be getting a plus. 

 

 



IMP TACTICS IN A COMPETITIVE AUCTION 

You are less likely to be doubled in a part score, but are more likely to be doubled 

at the game level at IMPs compared with matchpoint pairs. 

So you will see that you can bid at a part score level at IMPs with a certain amount 

of safety. What can the opposition do? If they double, they risk losing a lot 

of IMPs, if you make it. If you go a couple off, they have probably missed a game, 

and will still lose IMPs. If you only go 1 off then it may be the right decision, but 

will not be worth much in the way of IMPs. So they pass or bid on. Now if you 

have taken away a level or two of bidding off them, they have less room to 

investigate whether they should be in game or slam. This means they will get it 

wrong more often. So your system should allow you to get into the auction easily, 

and to a sensible level quickly, with minimal values.   

Once you know you have a fit, then compete freely. If they want to do tight 

doubles let them, in the long run you will gain. If you have not got a good fit, then 

get out of the auction FAST! Let them worry. 

At the game level, don’t just bid games haphazardly; they will be more likely to 

double at IMPs. At pairs if you are wrong to bid the game, there is no need for the 

opponents to risk doubling you. After all they are getting a top anyway. 

In IMPs they want as big a penalty as possible. So though it is right to bid games 

at IMPs, they must be realistic games. 

 

PLAY 

At pairs you take chances for overtricks. Scoring 650 when others score 620 is a 

good score. But if you think you already have most of the matchpoints, through for 

example receiving an unusual but favourablelead, you may be advised to play 

safely to protect them. Conversely if you think that you are in a poor contract 

compared with the norm then you should take any risk to recover your 

lost matchpoints. 

If you think most will be in a making 4S  (+420) you must go for an overtrick in 

3NT for +430 even if you may go down as a result because +400 for a making 3NT 

will be a near bottom anyway.   

Unless you are sacrificing against a makeable game going down two vulnerable 

and scoring -200 will be a bottom as it is worse than any opposition part score, 

therefore it is worth risking going down several more if you stand even a small 

chance by your play of keeping the undertricks to one vulnerable or two non-

vulnerable. 

At IMPs, if it involves the risk of going down, you don’t do it. The risk of a swing 

of -720 to try and gain 30, is not a good bet. The problem is so many people are 

used to playing for as many tricks as possible that they do not even realise that 

safety plays are available. At IMPs try and stop and count your tricks, before 

playing from dummy. You should work out the best way of making exactly how 

many tricks you require. This often involves deliberately conceding a trick you 

might not need to lose, taking a finesse that you would not normally take or 



refusing a finesse that you would normally take.  

 

CONCLUSION 

Remember that in pairs you are only interested in whether a bid or play will gain 

more often than not. The amount of the swing is unimportant. 

In IMPs it is the amount of the swing that is important. So if an action will cost you 

1 IMP 4 times out of 5, but gain 12 IMPs on the other, you do it. 

 


